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MR. CUNDARI: Today's date is November 

9th, 2001. The time is 1350 hours. I'm 

George Cundari working with -- 

MS. QUEVEDO: Fabiola Quevedo. 
MR. CUNDARI: -- from the New York City 

Fire Department. I'm conducting an 

interview with the following individual. 

Please state your name, rank, title and 
assigned command. 
CAPTAIN DONOVAN: Captain Michael 

Donovan. I'm presently assigned to Division 

14. At the time of the incident, I was a 

lieutenant, Engine Company 290, assigned to 

operations. 

Q. Captain, can you just tell us the 
events that happened going to that tragic day of 
September 11? 

A. Yeah. On that morning I was assigned 
to operations. I was on the seventh floor of 
headquarters. We were writing a bulletin on 
accident prevention and apparatus accident 
prevention. 

At the time that the first plane hit, 


we were in an office on the seventh floor. 
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Another lieutenant came in and said that a plane 
had hit the World Trade Center. So that would be 
at 8:48. We went to look out a window, and as we 
were walking one way down the hallway on the 
seventh floor, Chief of Department Ganci, Chief 
of Operations Nigro and Staff Chief Cassano were 
walking the other way. They were heading to 
their cars to respond to the World Trade Center. 

They grabbed a couple of the officers, 
myself and Captain John Sudnik, and told them to 
come with the command staff and be assigned to 
the command post. They were looking for help in 
the way of aides, administrative aides. 

We took the elevator down to the 
basement garage. We got into Chief Nigro's car, 
John Sudnik and I, along with Chief Nigro's 
driver. I think his name was Adam. We got in 
the car. 

Quickly we were on the Brooklyn Bridge, 
left Metrotech down on the Brooklyn Bridge. We 
could see the north tower on fire. The wind 
appeared to be blowing south and west, blowing 
the wind eastward and north. It looked to me 


eight ten floors of fire, heavy black smoke. We 
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tried to size up the building on the way across 
the bridge as to how you would approach this 
fire. 

We came over the Brooklyn Bridge, down 
Park Row, made the turn onto Fulton Street, and 
then we parked on the corner of Church and Dey, I 
believe. I'm not completely sure on this. I 
have memory blanks. But we were on Church 
Street, either Dey or Courtlandt. 

We parked on the corner. I asked the 
driver if he had -- being we were responding from 
headquarters, I had no firefighting gear. They 
went into the truck. I was hoping they had a 
spare set of gear. My only real thought was to 
get into the building one way or another, because 
I didn't want to be stuck at the command post. 
They had no gear. 

We started to walk down Church Street 
in the direction of Liberty. We were at the 
corner of Liberty and Church just below Four 
World Trade Center when the second plane hit. 

Q. So you saw the second plane coming in? 
A. We heard the second plane. We couldn't 


see it because it was blocked by the buildings. 
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We were actually still on Church Street. We 
heard the plane briefly, the earth shook, the 
buildings shook, a tremendous fireball overhead. 
I thought there was a bomb or an explosion. A 
tremendous fireball, flaming debris, pieces of 
the airplane, fuselage, landing gear, pieces of 
the building. 

People started running. We started 
running down one of the streets. 

Q. You're still with Chief Nigro at this 
time? 

A. No. Chief Nigro was in Chief Ganci's 
car. Captain Sudnik, myself and Chief Nigro's 
driver. We started running down one of the 
little side streets, Courtlandt or Dey. There 
were people dead in the street that obviously you 
couldn't help them. There was flaming debris 
coming down all over. It was just a matter of 
who got hit with the debris. 

I made my way to Broadway, came back 
around the block. I knew I had to get to the 
command post. I knew I had to get firefighting 
gear. When I got back to Church Street, instead 


of heading to the south and across Liberty to 
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West Street -- at that point we knew the post was 
being set up over on West Street. So rather than 
go south around the Trade Center complex, I went 
north up to Vesey Street. 

On the way around, I saw a bunch of 
rigs hooked up to stand pipes. At the time they 
appeared to be abandoned. I didn't see 
chauffeurs, at least two rigs. I was able to get 
different gear. I was able to get bunker pants. 
I was able to get a mask. I managed to get a 
bunker coat at some point. 

Q. Did you have a radio? 
A. I got a radio a little later on. I got 
a CO meter, carbon monoxide meter. 

When I got I believe over to the corner 
of West and Vesey, I saw a chauffeur. I think it 
was Engine 21, but I really don't remember. The 
rig was on the corner of West and Vesey. I told 
him I needed gear. He gave me some of his gear, 
with the idea that I would return it later on. 

I saw a high rise unit, a Field Comm. 
unit, whatever it was. I was able to get a radio 
from there. So by the time I got to the command 


post -- I went under the pedestrian bridge, the 
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north walkway bridge. At that point I had a full 
set of gear, a carbon monoxide detector, a radio 
and a mask. 

I reported into the command post and 
asked to be put to work. At this point both 
buildings were burning. They were setting up a 
command post. Chief Ganci was there. I saw 
Chief Downey. I'm trying to think. At one point 
I saw I believe the Fire Commissioner. 

Q. Was this the command post by the Winter 
Garden? 
A. It was by the Winter Garden, right. 

The command post was set up. There was 
underground parking garage, and there were two 
ramps leading down to the parking garage. There 
was a guard booth in front of the parking garage. 
The command post was set up in those ramps, in 
that area, directly in front of the entrances to 
the two parking garages. 

Companies were starting to respond in. 
I remember seeing Eddie Geraghty, Chief Geraghty. 
I remember seeing a lot of other people. I asked 
to be put to work. I wanted to go in. Basically 


Chief Ganci told me he had other jobs for me. 
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Chief Cassano gave me a job to do. 
Chief Cassano was the first one -- and this was 
early in the operation. He said: "Mike, if 
these buildings come down, we're in a terrible 
spot. We're right under these buildings." He 
said: "what we've got to do is get one of these 
buildings, one of the World Financial Center 
buildings, open." He said: "Find me a building 
with a large lobby and a view of the World Trade 
Center, but we've got to move this command post." 
That was early on. That was one of the first 
jobs they gave me to do. 

I found some building personnel. On 
the facade of the building it said Deloitte & 
Touche. I don't know which building that was. I 
kind of think it was Two World Trade Center, but 
I'm not sure. It said Deloitte & Touche on the 
face of the building. 

I got a guard. It took some time for 
the guard to go around with the keys and open the 
lobby. In the meantime the jumpers started 
jumping. Companies were responding in. Finally 
the building personnel came around, opened the 


doors. 
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I went back to Chief Cassano and said: 
"Chief, I have a building. I have a building for 
you." Chief Cassano said: "Great. We're moving 
the command post." 

We went over and spoke to Chief Ganci, 
who was heavily engaged in deploying men. Chief 
Ganci looked around. He saw that there were 
companies in the process of staging. He had, I 
would say, between 30 to 50, maybe 60 men there. 

John Sudnik was organizing the engines 
in groups right in front of the parking garage 
entrance, trucks on the other ramp in front of 
the parking garage entrance. 

Q. These are all face-to-face 
communications you're having? 

A. Yeah. I talked to Chief Cassano. 
Chief Cassano went over and speak to Chief Ganci 
directly. Chief Ganci saw that there was no way 
we were going to be able to move the command 
post. There were just too many people. It just 
simply wasn't going to happen. He turned to 
Chief Cassano and said: "No, we're not going to 
be able to do this." 


Chief Cassano turned to me and kind of 
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shrugged like it was a good idea and it was 
something we should have done, but it just wasn't 
going to happen. 

With that I looked for another job to 
do. I ran into a man who was in charge of all 
the building systems in the World Trade Center, 
and he was in the staging area, the command post 
area, with us. 

He made the points to me that -- he was 
in a green shirt, fifty-ish. He made the points 
that if we were going to make an attack on this 
fire to actually fight the fire, there were 
certain building systems that had to be 
controlled. 

He said that the high-pressure steam 
system would have to be shut down. That was at 
B6, basement level six or basement level two. He 
also said that we would have to do something with 
the eight track systems. He said he was capable 
of doing that from the basement of the World 
Trade Center. 

I offered to do that job with him, to 
go into the basement with the radio, shut down 


the building systems. Somehow we got lost in the 
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shuffle on that as far as -- that never happened. 

With that I'm still trying to get into 
the building. 

Q. You're still at the command post? 

A. I'm still at the command post. I'm 
trying to get into the buildings, but I don't 
have a company with me. 

I saw my friend Timmy Stackpole. I 
worked with Timmy for five years in 290 and 103. 
Timmy was driving with Dennis Cross, a chief from 
the Bedford Stuyvesant section. I asked Tim if 
he was going into the buildings. He said yes. 
Chief Cross was getting his orders. He was over 
at the command post. He said: "Mike, that's 
fine with me, just go ask Chief Cross, just let 
Chief Cross know." 

I went over to Chief Cross, and he 
said: "I'd like to have you come with me," but 
he would have the nozzle if we went in. He made 
a little joke. With that he said: "Come on, 
we're going." He had just gotten his orders. He 
never really got to tell me what his orders were. 
I think later on I found out that he was going to 


Two World Trade Center, the south tower. 
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So with that we started walking off, 
and Chief Ganci called me back and said: "Mike, 
don't go with them. I have another job for you." 
And off Dennis Cross and Captain Stackpole went. 
Unfortunately they went to their deaths. 

Chief Ganci gave me the job of 
monitoring all the radio transmissions in the 
south tower. Because the operation was so big, 
he needed people to listen. So he had me take my 
radio, go to Channel 3 and monitor all radio 
transmissions. 

Q. Were you able to hear the transmissions 
on the radio at that time? 

A. Briefly. I say only briefly because I 
had to get a list of all the companies operating 
in the south tower, and then I had to start 
writing down all the critical information, 
responding to when they called the command post. 

That gives us automatic time frame 
thing, because I only did that for about two 
minutes when the south tower started to collapse. 
So I was standing at the guard booth in front of 
the parking garage monitoring radio 


transmissions. 
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Q. You were around the Winter Garden or 
Two World Trade Center? 

A. Right, just south of the pedestrian 
bridge where the ramps for the parking garage is 
under the buildings. Whether it was the Winter 
Garden, Two World Trade Center, I'm not sure what 
building. 

Q. Who was with you at that point? 

A. At that point John Sudnik was there, 
Chief Cassano, Steve Mosiello, Chief Ganci and 
all the companies that were staging, all the 
companies that were lining up to go to work. 

Anyway, with that I was listening, and 
there was an incredibly loud rumbling. I never 
got to look up. People started running for the 
entrances to the parking garages. They started 
running for the entrances. I started running 
without ever looking up. 

The roar became tremendous. I fell on 
the way to the parking garages. Debris was 
starting to fall all around me. I got up, I got 
into the parking garages, was knocked down by the 
percussion. I thought there had been an 


explosion or a bomb that they had blown up there. 
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The Vista International Hotel was my first 
impression, that they had blown it up. I never 
got to see the World Trade Center coming down. 

I got into the garage, Knocked down, 
buried by the debris, buried in the dust, laying 
there in the parking garage about 40 feet in and 
just waiting for the roof of the parking garage 
to collapse on top of me. 

I would say there were about 40 or 50 
people in there with us, because all the people 
that were staging were there. After a minute or 
two, we all started to get up. We dug ourselves 
out of the dust and the debris. We thought we 
were buried alive in there because there was no 
light. There was no visibility. We thought that 
the entrances had been sealed and that we were 
buried alive. 

Somebody said these are parking garages 
under a building. So we came to the conclusion 
that there had to be a stairway out, that there 
had to be an escape there. So we started 
searching for that. I called for a set of tools 
in case we found doors that had to be forced 


open. 
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Q. You still couldn't see down there; 
right? 
A. You couldn't see anything. You could 


just barely make out a flashlight from about two 
feet away. 

Somebody found a hallway. The hallway 
led to a staircase. The hallway was lit. Guys 
were fumbling around. This is all the staff 
chiefs and everything and all the companies 
staging, fumbling around all parts of the garage. 

I had the mask, I had the CO meter, so 
I was able to take hits from the mask. I could 
see that the CO readings were relatively low. 
They were only 34 parts per million. I decided I 
would stay there and lead as many people out as 
long as I could stand it rather than have them 
bumping around in the dark and the dust. So I 
had the advantage of having a mask and CO meter. 
I led out I would say 20 or 30 people. 

Q. So you were communicating with the 
people in the garage? 

A. I was yelling in: "I have a way out. 
This is the way out." I would say 20 or 30 


people came by me. 
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When I thought we had gotten everybody 
out, I went up the stairs. Somehow we ended up 
on Vesey Street. I don't know how that quite 
worked out. We were on the corner of Vesey and 
West. I headed back to where the command post 
had been under the pedestrian north walkway 
bridge. It was still standing at that time. 

I went back to where the command post 
was to find a deserted stage and all the debris. 
I could see that the parking garage entrances 
hadn't been completely sealed. It was just that 
the dust was so thick. We could have walked out 
the way we walked in. It was so dark that you 
thought you couldn't go out that way. 

I got back. Nobody was there. It was 
in complete disarray. There was no command 
board. There was really nothing there. 

Shortly thereafter Steve Mosiello, who 
was Chief Ganci's executive assistant, came to me 
and said they couldn't find Pete. They couldn't 
find Chief Ganci, and they had to go back in the 
parking garage to look for him. 

So I started back in the parking garage 


to look for Chief Ganci. He was on his way out 
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as I was coming in. Chief Ganci was on his way 
out. He was very disoriented. I brought him 
over to Steve Mosiello. 

Chief Ganci made a remark that we had 
to move the command post north and we're in a bad 
place because that was the south tower that came 
down. After the north tower came down, we were 
almost directly under it. 

Q. So you knew the south tower came down? 
You Knew it collapsed? 

A. No, you couldn't see it. I thought the 
Millennium Hotel had been blown up. In fact, it 
took me a long time before I could accept the 
fact that even after you could see that the tower 
wasn't there you said it had to be there 
somewhere. You couldn't believe that it had come 
down. 

So Chief Ganci made the remark we're 
moving the command post north. Almost 
immediately everybody that had come back to that 
place had started north to West and Vesey. When 
we got to West and Vesey, there was a tall blonde 
hair -- I believe was a chief. I don't know who 


he was. He said we were re-forming down by the 
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river. We were going to re-form -- we were going 
to walk west on Vesey Street and regroup by the 
river. 

Q. North End Street? 

A. Yes. 

Q. North End and you go to the river 
there. 

A. With that we started walking down 
towards the river. When we got all the way down 
to the end of Vesey Street, there was really 
nobody there. There were none of the command 
chiefs there. 

We turned around, started walking back, 
got about halfway between West Street and North 
End. So it was between three and four. That's 
when the north tower came down. 

Q. Who was with you at that point? 

A. At that point I think there was Jimmy 
McMahon -- he was a captain also -- and John 
Sudnik, but basically we were straggling along. 

Again, I was able to duck into a 
doorway. The dust cloud, the debris, came past 
us. 


Q. Is that the same thing, the rumbling? 
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A. Yeah, the whole thing. 

Then after that, after it settled a 
little bit, I made my way back. I was trying to 
go back to where the command post had been. When 
I got back to West Street, I saw that the 
devastation was incredible. The north pedestrian 
bridge, the north walkway bridge, was down. 

There was a tremendous amount of debris on West 
Street. You couldn't even make out that West 
Street was a street. 

The strangest thing was that area south 
of Vesey Street between the pedestrian bridge and 
Vesey Street, that area was completely deserted. 
There was heavy dust in the area. It was like 
after a blizzard when there's nobody out and 
everything is very quiet and you can't really 
see. The visibility isn't good. 

Q. You really didn't see any civilians 
going by? 

A. There was nobody. There was nobody. 
It was like Hiroshima after the bomb, not that I 
know what Hiroshima was, but just a eerie 
stillness. There was nobody. I said I have to 


start searching this area. 
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I saw one guy from 41 Engine, and he 
said we have to start searching this area. He 
was as disoriented as I was. The two of us, we 
went into what I believe was Three World 
Financial Center. All the windows were broken. 
We went in and we started searching in there. We 
didn't find anyone. 

Then he went off one way, and I 
continued searching the street area on West 
Street from just south of Vesey to the pedestrian 
bridge. I searched there for, I would say, 20 
minutes to half an hour, and I didn't see anyone. 
I found a lot of masks and equipment all laying 
on the ground. Rigs were buried; rigs were 
destroyed. Cars were on fire. Buildings were on 
fire. 

I searched there by myself for about 20 
minutes, half hour. Then a couple cops started 
showing up, and then a couple of photographers 
started showing up. 

Q. Were you able to do any radio 
transmissions or was any radio transmissioning 
you or did you hear anything on the radio? 


A. No, I didn't. I really didn't. I 


M. DONOVAN 21 


think something happened on my way there because 
it never worked properly after that. I would get 
certain transmissions. I had been on Channel 3. 
Channel 3 was the south tower. I think most of 
those guys were dead, the guys that were on the 
same channel with me. I never thought to turn it 
back on until later on. The radio never really 
worked well again after that. 

I searched there for a long while. 

Then I saw Patty McNally show up. I saw Chief 
Cruthers and another chief. Chief McNally was 
running the operation at West and Vesey. What 
struck me about Chief McNally was he was the only 
one that seemed to really have his head on 
straight. 

Chief Cruthers told me that they had 
formed another command post up on Chambers 
Street. At this point there were a couple of 
floors burning on Seven World Trade Center. 

Chief McNally wanted to try and put that fire 
out, and he was trying to coordinate with the 
command post up on Chambers Street. This is 
after searching for a while. 


He had me running back and forth trying 


M. DONOVAN 22 


to get companies to go into Seven World Trade 
Center. His radio didn't seem to be working right 
either because he had me relaying information 
back and forth and Chief Cruthers had me -- 

Q. So everything was face-to-face? 
Nothing was by radio? 

A. Yeah, and it was really in disarray. 
It really was in complete disarray. We never 
really got an operation going at Seven World 
Trade Center. 

Then at some point after that -- a 
bunch of things happened after that. I just 
can't remember what happened. I ran into people 
that I knew that were missing, knew that they had 
family in there. I saw Jimmy Boyle briefly. I 
saw Mike Hampton from 290 whose son was lost, 
Jimmy Richards. I started doing different 
errands like that. 

Then later on I had a chief ask me -- 
they found Pete Ganci's body, and they had me go 
out in the ambulance with his body. They didn't 
want any photographers. Chief McCann, who might 
be good to talk to too, he and I guarded the 


ambulance so that none of these photographers 
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would take a picture of the chief of department's 
body in the ambulance. We did that for a long 
time because they weren't going to take him to 
the morgue until they had gotten Commissioner 
Feehan's body out. So we guarded the ambulance 
for a long time. 

Then after that I tried stretching hose 
lines. I hooked up with a friend of mine from 54 
Engine and tried to stretch hose into the pile so 
that we could protect guys that were searching 
the pile for survivors. 

Then about 10:00 at night I went home. 
I had to go home and see my kids. 

Q. At no time you called home or anything? 
A. What happened was when I was searching 

this area and the photographers, I remember the 
cops telling the photographers they had to leave 
the area. I offered to escort them out of the 
area, with the idea that I knew they'd have a 
cell phone on them, the photographers. 

The one photographer tried to place a 
call for me and couldn't get a signal out and 
then took my number on her arm and called from 


wherever later on and told my wife -- I guess 
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about 11 or 12:00 she told my wife I was alive. 
I was able to call later in the day at different 
points. 

As bad as the destruction was here, it 
was ten times as bad like south of the pedestrian 
bridge. When they talked about ground zero, I 
always thought they were talking about this 
specific spot because this was just the absolute 
worst. 

And that was it. 

MR. CUNDARI: Any questions? 

MS. QUEVEDO: No. 

MR. CUNDARI: Thank you for having this 

interview with us. 

CAPTAIN DONOVAN: Okay. Good luck. 

Pretty overwhelming; right? 
MR. CUNDARTI: It's 2418. This 


concludes the interview. 


